LIBRARY

RESEARCH REPORTS DIVISICN

NAVAL POSTGRADUATE SCHGOL

MONTEREY, CALIFORNIA 93943
PROFESSIONAL PAPER 376 / DECEMBER 1982

POWER GROWS OUT OF THE
BARREL OF A GUNBOAT: THE
U.S. IN SINO-SOVIET CRISES

Kenneth G. Weiss

CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES
AU



PROFESSIONAL PAPER 376 / DECEMBER 1982

POWER GROWS OUT OF THE
BARREL OF A GUNBOAT: THE
U.S. IN SINO-SOVIET CRISES

Kenneth G. Weiss

Naval Studies Group

CENTER FOR NAVAL ANALYSES

2000 North Beauregard Street, Alexandria, Virginia 22311



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
List 0of I11usStrationsS .eeeeecesceccccoscscsccosocscosccsnsossnsncnses 11

Introduction ®© 8 0 0000880 EO 00O 0PPESO00EPS0E0L000ENENOESIBERTSOEONOOEONECSTOETS 1

Snow Fight: The Ussuri and Other Border Incidents of 1969 ....... 4
The Emerging Triangle, August 1968-March 1969 .....ccevcennes 4
The Soviet Factor, 1968 ..eeecocsccsccsssoossccscnsscons 4
The China Factor, 1968 ...ccececacecssoscossccsscosacncs 7
The Warsaw Talks, May-November 1968 ....cceseeescescneass 10

The Soviets Step Up the Pressure,
November 1968-January 1969 ....cecececsnscccnsancecees L4

The Chinese Decide to Strike Back,
January-March 1969 .....cceveeetsesccssassessssnnnnes 17
The Sino-Soviet Crisis, March-October 1969 ...cceeecencsceess 19
The March 2 Incident .ceesececsscsssocecssssssncascsnecas 19
The Soviet Response, March-June 1969 ....ccecevsveencnses 21
The American Factor, June—August 1969 ......cccceveeveae 28
Washington Reacts, September 1969 ...ccecececcesvscncesss 31
The Chinese Blink, September—October 1969 .....cceeccee0. 32
A Pyrrhic Victory, October-December 1969 ....cececceevees 33

Friendship Passed: The Sino-Vietnamese Border War of 1979........ 38
The Geopolitical Contest, December 1977-January 1979 ........ 38
The Soviet Factor, Fall, 1977 .ieececeesecescoosvescseses 38
The Chinese Factor, January~February 1978 ......cceeveee 43
The Soviets Decide to Bully, March-May 1978 ......cc00e. 45
The American Factor, May 1978 ..cieeeencesccccovoncasnsea 48
The Soviets Bully Some More, June—August 1978 .....ee... 50
Jockeying for Position, September-December 1978 ........ 54

Poor Teachers, Slow Learners: China Invades Vietnam,
January-March 1979 ..c.ceieeetverssscsssessescanssscsassssnss 58
RELSUNEN S 56000 dI00 0 30 60000 000000000 00000 e o IR rIr G-}
Preparations .eeececectvevecscscesscncssssncacnsscsccssss b0
IESSIER. 608000 0000030a0 060 a0 000Ba0TBO00.0.H TIP3 |
The Soviet Reaction ...ceeececscacsccsscccsssssscccssses b3
UceS. INVOLVEMENt eeceeeesesscccascasssoansccsosssosanceseneas D7
Aftermath ceevevecsscssscssasssssesascccnsonsacsonasnses 72

Evaluations .ececeecvecoces Rt YR oneto Lk Nono ke ohe R eTetoe] « o[oRaToLa olol o ke o s¥elo svololote o HLL
MOtivationS seeecesccsscccscascsoccsoscssccscanscccssssssnass 74
Crisis Behavior seeeeeccceccocecrscncenconcsonososcccncnosnsonces 70
Implications ..c.eececcesssscsoscscscssscsascscescssonscenncass B0

Epilogue 0000500000500 0000000000 R0CE0L0ENDENSsEEEEOELEONIIOEIPBRNOESIOOETDPESEE 87

References ...uieesvesceccccecconsesnssaces

CECRE I I I I R B BN B I B Y S RS I A Y 89



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Page

The Soviet Union, China, and the World ..eeeceeeccccsacscas
Sino-Soviet Border Incidents, March-July 1969 .vceececccse
China and Southeast ASiA ceeeeeesssscococscsccsccsscssnsas
Vietnamese Invasion of Kampuched eeeeececesssescscsscsocess

Chinese Invasion of Vietnam 9800000000000 00000000000s0000e

-iii-

3
20
37
57

62



Introduction

During his trip to Beijing in August 1979, Vice President Mondale
declared that "any nation which seeks to weaken or isolate
[China]...assumes a stance counter to American interests."1 On 25
August 1980 in a major statement on China, now President Reagan said "I
will cooperate and consult with all countries [read China] of the
[Pacific] area in a mutual effort to stand firm against aggression or a
search for hegemony [read the Soviet Union] which threatens the peace or
stability of the area."? In short, the U.S. has declared an interest in

Chinese security and by extension, Sino-Soviet confrontations,

Thus, U.S. politico—military options in connection with Sino-Soviet

crises must be carefully evaluated because:

® Sino-Soviet enmity and competition for support against each
other is likely to continue and thus Sino-Soviet confrontations

are a likely feature of the foreseeable future.

e Sino-Soviet crises per se impact on U.S. interests (the Sino-
Soviet proxy war in Kampuchea directly affects Thailand, a U,S.

ally.)



e The U.S.'s increasing association with Chinese security may
prompt Chinese questions regarding U.S. actions in the event of

a crisis.

Since the U.S. has a declared interest in China's security, the
question then becomes how can the U.S. influence Sino-Soviet crises?
And closely related to that question is how can the U.S. orchestrate its
politico-military instruments, especially naval ones, in such crises.
To answer these questions, we will look at U,S., Soviet, and Chinese
behavior in two serious crises in the past that involved all three
powers: The Ussuri River Crisis (1969) and Sino-Vietnamese Border
Crisis (1979). Once we have done so, we can project the key features of
their future behavior and analyze the measures the U.S. can take to

influence such crises.

The following discussion is based on Center for Naval Analyses
Memorandum, (CNA)80-1501, "Power Grows Out of the Barrel of a Gunboat
(U)," by Kenneth G. Weiss, Unclassified, 25 Nov 1980; Center for Naval
Analyses Memorandum (CNA)81-0428 "Friendship Passed: The Sino-
Vietnamese Border (1979) (U)," by Kenneth G. Weiss, Unclassified, 9 Jun
1981; and Center for Naval Analyses Memorandum (CNA)81-1200.09, "Snow
Flight: The Ussri and Other Border Incidents of 1969 (U)," by Kenneth G.

Weiss, Unclassified, 31 July 1981.
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SNOW FIGHT: THE USSURI AND OTHER BORDER INCIDENTS OF 1969
THE EMERGING TRIANGLE, AUGUST 1968-MARCH 1969

That the clashes along the Sino-Soviet border in 1969 made possible
the rapprochement between the United States and China in 1972 is well
known. However, the crisis itself was an outgrowth of a Soviet reaction
to signs of such a rapprochement that appeared in the latter part of
1968--and the Kremlin's perception that, in the aftermath of the
Cultural Revolution, a divided Chinese leadership and people could be
bullied into settling their differences with Moscow on Soviet terms. In
responding to these circumstances, Moscow, in effect, thrust an uncer-

tain Washington into the center of a crisis between the USSR and China.

The Soviet Factor, 1968

From the onset of the Sino-Soviet dispute in the 1960s, the Kremlin
must have been haunted by the possibility of a rapprochement between the
United States and China., However, as the ideological struggle shifted
towards political and military confrontation, Washington's growing
involvement in Vietnam (1965) and China's militant self-absorption in
the Cultural Revolution (1966) rendered such a prospect unlikely. 1In
fact, to China's disgust, Moscow and Washington were improving their
relations by 1968 in the area of arms control and nuclear non—prolifera-

3

tion,



The Soviets then were free to respoﬁd with impunity to growing
border difficulties and China's anti-Sovietism by strengthening their
military posture in the Far East.* 1In 1965, the Soviets began a staged
improvement in readiness, equipment, logistics, and numbers of their
forces along the border.5 In 1966, they signed a treaty with Ulan Bator
which allowed them to station troops in Mongolia.6 The Soviet  Navy was
also becoming more active in the seas near China. For example, in 1968,
Soviet ships out of Vladivostok visited Japan, India, Pakistan, Ceylon,

Iraq, South Yemen, and Somalia.7

Politically, the Soviets competed with the Chinese for the support
of other communist countries and parties; they also began to improve
their relations with countries on China's periphery. As the Sino-Soviet
dispute intensified, Moscow tried to gain Japanese investment for
Siberia, Soviet political and military'support for North Vietnam
reduced Chinese influence in Hanoi. According to Soviet Foreign
Minister Gromyko, Moscow's cooperation with Burma was "being strength-
ened year by year.” The Kremlin was also anxious to diminish Beijing's

influence in the subcontinent. In 1968, the Soviets tried to expand

* By 1964, the ideological struggle had produced border problems serious
enough to require a conference on the subject. The Chinese demanded
that the "unequal” treaties with Imperial and Soviet Russia be replaced
with a new equal treaty. This new treaty would be based upon the status
quo ante, but would clear up ambiguities in the old treaties. 1In the
meantime, the Chinese wished to preserve the status quo. The Soviets
apparently refused to discuss the entire boundary issue, preferring to
limit negotiations to areas disputed by both sides. They also refused
to recognize the old treaties as unequal., An area in particular
contention was the Amur-Ussuri region., The conference produced no
solution., By 1967, the border situation was becoming quite difficult.4
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their "friendly relations” with India to Pakistan by supplying arms to

Islamabad.8

With the Chinese distracted by the Cultural Revolution, Soviet
efforts to contain China were relatively successful, In June 1968,

Moscow could claim with some accuracy that

China's prestige as a great power has been considerably
undermined. The actual rupture with the camp of peace
loving neutral states and the rejection of friendship with
the Soviet Union and the states of the socialist community
further increased the PRC's isolation in the world., The
'cultural revolution' considerably aggravated China's
relations with its neighbors and reduced the contacts of
Chinese statesmen with She heads of governments of other
countries to a minimum,

And as the Cultural Revolution ended in fighting among radical Red
Guards, economic difficulties, imposition of PLA control in the prov-
inces, and factional disputes in the "Maoist” leadership, the Kremlin
could hope that Mao and his anti-Soviet policies would be repudiated.
After the Great Leap, Mao barely survived Peng Dehuai's challenge at the
Lﬁshun conference in 1959, That the Soviets expected the effort to come
again from the army is evidenced by their continual appeals to the PLA

and their claim that it was Mao's sole base of support.10

However, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslavakia in August 1968 upset
this favorable situation and made possible a rapprochement between China

and the United States. Military plans for the intervention apparently



forced the Soviets to anticipate potential threats from both the U,S.,
and China, To prepare for the invasion and to deter a reaction from the
U.S., the Soviets held large—scale naval and ground exercises in the

West.ll

Significantly, these exercises occurred in roughly the same
June—-July timeframe in which the Soviets feportedly held military
exercises near the Sino-Mongolian border.12 Perhaps to underscore this
warning to the Chinese, Colonel General Oleg Losik, commander of the Far
Eastern Military District, noted in late July that his troops were
"vigilantly guarding the borders of our fatherland on the shores of the
Pacific and the Amur."13 During the invasion itself, Soviet troops in
the Far East were apparently alerted.14 The Soviets Navy probably also
assumed a heightened readiness posture in the Pacific as well as the
Norwegian, ﬁaltic, and Mediterranean Seas.15 The Chinese complained of
an increase in border violations by Soviet aircraft before and during
the intervention in late August.16 The Chinese then were not only
alarmed by the Czech invasion itself but also by related Soviet military
activities in the Far East, Thus, Soviet actions on the "Pacific and
the Amur" precipitated a debate in Beijing on improving relations with

the United States.

The China Factor, 1968

Prior to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia, Beijing charged
that the U,S. and Soviet Union were "colluding” against the Peoples'

Republic., (The Chinese were quick to pounce on any improvement in



Soviet—American relations as evidence of collusion.) Thus, China pur-
sued a dual adversary policy of opposing the “imperialism" of the United
States and the "revisionism"” of the Soviet Union. This was the foreign
policy equivalent of a domestic policy of Cultural Revolution——a funda-
mentalist celebration of the thought of Mao and the primacy of China.
However, even in the Cultural Revolution, there was a debate over the

wisdom of opposing both superpowers.17

The Soviet threat was increasingly difficult to ignore. In 1967,
Foreign Minister Chen Yi complained about the Soviet military buildup.
The Chinese later denounced the 1968 naval activities of the Soviet
Union in Southeast Asia and Indian Ocean areas. Beijing also complained
of Soviet efforts in cooperation with U.S. to "encircle" China with a

ring of hostile countries, 18

In the Zhongnanhai,* the issue split the leadership into three
groups: the moderates, the military, and radicals, As Thomas Gottlieb
points out, the moderates, led by Zhou Enlai, advocated an opening to
tﬁe United States in order to deal with the Soviet threat., The
military, led by Lin Biao, argued that the United States represented the
primary threat and that an opening to Washington would provoke Moscow,
The radicals favored the dual adversary strategy. Mao apparently stood

above the battle.19

* The Chinese leadership compound in Beijing.
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The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the phasing out of the
Cultural Revolution in the summer of 1968 reduced the influence of the
radicals and transformed the debate into a two-way struggle, The
Cultural Revolution was already losing force, but the Brezhnev doctrine
of limited sovereignty spurred the radicals' opponents to bring the
disorders to an end, Nevertheleés, the military continued to minimize
the Soviet threat and argued against provoking Moscow. They also
continued to emphasize "collusion" between the U,S, and the Soviet
Union. If Washington and Moscow were colluding, there was little reason
to make an overture to the United States. However, if they were

"contending,” as the moderates argued, then Beijing could play the U,S.
against the Soviet Union. They, in turn, emphasized the Soviet military
threat. Significantly, it was the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which
was associated with the moderates, that protested Soviet violations of
Chinese air space in August and linked them with the invasion of
Czechoslovakia. However, Lin did apparently agree to respond to Soviet
military exercises just before the Czech invasion by improving China's
military posture along the border. Several main-force divisions were

redeployed, and the quasi-military functions of the Production and

Construction Corps in the threatened area were reemphasized.20

The issue came to a head at the 12th Plenum of the Central
Committee in October. Foreign policy seems to have been high on the
agenda. Mao appa;ently made an important speech denouncing the Soviet

Union as China's primary foe.2! 1n the communique issued after the



Plenum, the Soviet Union and the U,S. were said to be "colluding and
struggling” to redivide the world.22 The contradictory ideas of Lin and
Zhou were joined in a way that favored the moderates. The communique
also emphasized the "unprecedented unity” of the party, and the
"victory" of the Cultural Revolution.?3 This continued the heightened
efforts of August and September to end the turmoil, The Soviets were
being warned that the country was not as divided as they thought and
that aggression would be met by a united China. And, in November, the
Ministry of Foreign Affairs announced China's willingness to revive the
Warsaw Talks on 20 February 1969.24 For the first timé since the
Vietnam War, Sino-American relations were linked to the Five Principles
of Peaceful Coexistence.* The Chinese were signalling their desire for

substantive negotiations,

The Warsaw Talks, May—-November 1968

Moscow seemed to be aware of the split in the Chinese leadership
and was determined to keep the U.S, and China apart. The Soviet media
frequently noted the political struggle in the Maoist leadership, and at
various times identified the three fact:ions.26 Although the February
meeting was cancelled at the last minute, a Soviet broadcast to Albania
just after the March 2 incident noted an effort by Zhou Enlai in the

mid-1950s to establish ties with the U.S., but he was stopped by a

* Indeed, in October, the Chinese finally reported the Paris Peace
Talks, and tacitlg dropped their opposition to negotiations with the
U.S. on the war.2
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Chinese general.27 In a subsequent broadcast, Mao was identified with
Zhou's effort,28 Significantly, it was charged that the Chinese
general, Peng Dehaui, was purged for his role in the episode.29 The
Kremlin then had some inkling of the policy debate and may have

calibrated its actions accordingly.

The Soviets were concerned about the revival of the Warsaw Talks,
Indeed, they claimed that the talks had damaged "socialist unity" in the
past. In 1965, Luo Rﬁiqing, the PLA Chief of Staff, argued that China
should meet the growing U.,S. threat in Vietnam by cooperating with the
Soviet Union to support Hanoi. Luo's argument wés rejected, and he was
purged, The Kremlin charged, inaccurately, that the U,S., and China
agreed in Warsaw that Beijing would not intervene in the Vietnam War.
The U.S., in turn, promised not to threaten China. However, in the
Cultural Revolution, the talks became infrequent and were downgraded.

In January 1968, there was a single session, and China was represented

only by a charge d'affaires, 30

Nevertheless, Moscow remained suspicious. As the May 29 session
approached, the Soviets renewed their charge that the talks represented
"collusion” between the U,S. and China.31 Perhaps to forestall this
“"collusion,” Moscow apparently offered in ‘April to renew river
navigation talks with China.32 And, in part to emphasize their own
collusion with the U,S., the Kremlin on May 20 signalled its desire for

arms discussions with the U.S.33 With Paris peace negotiations begin-

-11-



ning in May, the military could argue that the talks were futile and
would only provoke the Kremlin, On May 28, China announced that the

discussions would not be held.34

Yet Moscow had reason to remain concerned, The talks were post-
poned only to November--after the U.S. election. The Chinese
explanation for the cancellation stated that their ambassador to Warsaw
was unable to attend the discussions, hinting that the next session
might be at the ambassadorial level.35 In addition, the Soviets were
upset by Washington's gesture to Beijing just before the talks were to
begin. State Department officials Nicholas deB. Katzenbach and Eugene
V. Rostow called upon China to end its isolation and renew contacts and
exchanges with the U.S.36 The Soviets linked this gesture with the
Chinese Foreign Ministry's failure on May 27 to accompany complaints
about increased U.S. warship visits to Hong Kong with a "serious
warning.“37 And in mid-August, the Chinese rejected the Soviet offer to

renew negotiations.38

It is possible that Moscow was concerned about the impact an
invasion of Czechoslovakia would have on U,S.-China relations. However,
May's events probably taught the Soviets that pressure and "collusion"
were effective in dealing with a divided Chinese leadership and
people. Thus, the Kremlin's military activities in the Far East that
summer were probably not only defensive preparations for the invasion,

but also an effort to intimidate the Chinese.39 Significantly, on the

_12_



day of the invasion, Moscow was prepared to go ahead with a preplanned

announcement of an agreement to begin U,S.-Soviet arms discussions.40

After China's reaction to the Czech invasion, the Kremlin had
reason to fear the talks scheduled for November., The Soviets continued
to press the U.,S. for an early beginning of SALT talks postponed by the

invasion.41

They supported President Johnson's bombing halt and expand-
ed Paris peace negotiations of October.42 As the Chinese concluded the
Central Committee meeting in late October, it was reported that Victor
Louis, a Soviet journalist, made an unprecedented visit to Taiwan and
met with Chiang Ching-kuo, the son of Mao's arch-enemy and ally of the
U.S., Chiang Kai—shek.43 And if Beijing did not get the message, the
Soviet—Chinese Friendship Society commemorated the Soviet role in the
Battle of Wuhan in 1938--a discrete reference to Moscow's aid to the
Kuomintang in the Sino—-Japanese War.44 Furthermore, the Kremlin contin-
ued to pressure Beijing with its own charges that the Warsaw talks
represented collusion between the U,S. and China against the Soviet
Union.*45 On October 2, Brezhnev suggested that, since Soviet troops
were in Czechoslovakia, Czech troops should be stationed in the Soviet

Union-—-along the Chinese border.47 On October 31, the day the 12th

Plenum concluded, Moscow rejected the Chinese Foreign Ministry's charges

* That the Chinese were sensitive to such claims was illustrated by an
episode in late September 1968. Parade magazine suggested that a
hotline be established between Washington and Beijing., Liturnaya Gazeta
spuriously claimed that such a hotline had been established in 1967,

The Chinese were so embarrassed that they severed the commercial radio-
telephone link bethgn San Francisco and Shanghai that had been in
service since 1937,
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in September that Soviet aircraft had violated Chinese air space.48 And
in commenting on the Plenum's communique, TASS noted that its stress on

unity was belied by continuing evidence of provincial disorder.*49

The Soviets were no doubt relieved when the U.S. cancelled the

November 20 meeting after hearing nothing from Beijing.51

The Soviets Step Up the Pressure, November 1968-January 1969

However, Moscow was plainly upset when the Chinese responded on
November 26, and proposed the talks be held on February 20, (The
Chinese had been waiting for the dust to settle after the election and
to give the new Nixon Administration time to take office.) The Soviets
noted the significance of the Chinese reference to the Five Principles
of Coexistence, of the similarity of Western and Chinese views on the
Czech invasion, and of Western speculation concerning the possibility of

playing China against the Soviet Union.52

In part to derail the talks, the Soviets again emphasized collusion
and pressure. Despite a series of U,S. and NATO military exercises in
response to the Czech crisis in the fall and winter of 1968-1969, and

Soviet unhappiness about the prospect of West Germany's Presidential

* In fact, earlier that month the Soviets reported that Beijing had
halted the delivery of provincial newsgapers to Soviet and other
"socialist” embassies in the capital.5 If so, it showed how sensitive
the Zhongnanhai had become to Soviet claims of Chinese disunity.
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elections beiﬁg held in Berlin, the Soviets remained anxious to begin
the SALT Talks.53 After the election, Moscow responded favorably to
President Johnson's suggestion for a summit on arms talks, but pulled
back when the incoming Nixon Administration said it would not be bound
by any agreement achieved at the meeting.54 On the day of Nixon's
inauguration, the Soviets again proposed an early start to the
talks.55 They also praised the beginning of the expanded Paris peace
talks and apparently approved of North Korea's release of the Pueblo

crew in January 1969,°0

Moscow also increased its pressure on Beijing. Perhaps, in part,
to exploit Chinese fears of encirclement, the Soviets stepped up their
diplomatic activity in the region: the Soviet Defense Minister and a
Supreme Soviet delegation visited India and Ceylon, respectively;
Afghanistan's Defense Minister, India's Prime Minister, Pakistan's
Foreign Minister, and a North Korean economic deiegation visited Moscow;
and trade protocols were signed with Afghanistan, India, Pakistan, and
Japan.57 Moscow emphasized that Albania was China's only friend.58
(The Chinese also complained that Breznev, Kosygin, and Podgorny visited
Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, and other areas on the Sino-Soviet border "to
incite anti-Chinese sentiments.")59
Besides political pressure, the Soviets increased their military

threats and pressure on China. In early December, Izvestiya published
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General Losik's account of military exercises in the Far East. Signifi-

cantly, Losik added:

A summer has passed that was full of portentous events in
the life of the Soviet Armed Forces, The growing mastery of
our soldiers, their greatness and nobility of spirit have
been shown in the forces' summer exercises and the ingsr—
national aid to our class brothers in Czechoslovakia,

In late January, Pravda published an article in praise of former CCP
leader Qu Quibai., According to the article, Qu Quibai claimed in 1931
that Mao had argued the year before in favor of achieving world revolu-
tion by provoking a world war between the USSR and Japan. In other
words, if someone does not stop Mao from trying to instigate a war
between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, Moscow will occupy Manchuria, and

Washington will do nothing in response.61

Significantly, in January and
February, the Soviets intensified their patrolling of the Chenpao Island
area in Manchuria.62 The number of incidents involving the border

guards of the two countries increased. A particularly serious incident

occurred on January 23.

The Soviet and Chinese accounts of the incident differ, of
course, But they agree that a Chinese patrol, 25-28 strong, moved into
the river ice area of Chenpao claimed by both sides. A Soviet patrol,
led by the Senior Lieutenant Strelnikov killed in the March 2 incident,
challenged the Chinese., 1In the ensuing argument, the Soviets claim that

the Chinese shouted slogans, brandished their weapons, and rushed

...16_



them: “Strelnikov ordered the men to defend themselves from the blows
of the Chinese with the butts of their machine guns.” The Chinese said
nothing abou; rushing the Soviets, but agreed that the Russians used the
butts of their guns., Other than a claim that the luckless Strelnikov
was saved from death by Private Denisenko, the Soviets were curiously
silent about the outcome of the incident. The Chinese claim that the
Soviet border patrol of eight was reinforced first by 30 soldiers and
then by 80 more. The Chinese were forced to retreat., All of the
Chinese were injured, some seriously. The Russians threatened that next

time they would shoot.63

The Chinese Decide to Strike Back, January-March 1969

The January 23 incident seems to have brought to a head a major
policy debate in the Zhnognanhai, Since the November initiative, both
the moderates and the military could point to events to justify their
position. Soviet threats and pressure éupported the moderates' conten-
tion that Moscow represented the primary enemy. Thus, China should move
toward the lesser enemy, the United States, in order to confront the
Soviet Union. Lin Biao, who had continually minimized the Soviet threat
in public statements, could argue that the initiative provoked the
Kremlin to take a threatening posture, Lin could also point to Moscow's
demarche on arms talks on January 20 and Washington's favorable response

as evidence of superpower collusion.64
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The U.S. overture was in trouble by late January. On January 27,
the Chinese hinted that a withdrawal of 7th fleet ships from the Taiwan
Straits would be appreciated.65 Beijing had been disturbed by Victor

Louis' visit to Taiwan,9®

A withdrawal of U.S. ships from the Straits
would have strengthened the moderates' argument that the U.S. no longer
presented a military threat and was not colluding with the Soviet
Union., For the time being, a U.S. presence in the island would prevent
the Soviet Union from establishing itself there. However, at a press
conference on the same day, Nixon said that an improvement in Sino-
American relations would depend upon "a change of attitude” in

Beijing.67

The debate seems to have ended in a compromise., It is difficult to
know Mao's position in the policy struggle. The November initiative
could not have been taken without his support. But the January 23rd
incident seems to have persuaded him that the Soviets would have to be
confronted directly. The testing of an H-bomb on December 27 was not
enough to dissugde the Soviets from pressuring Beijing.68 If so, he
would need the support of Lin and the PLA. Indeed, he needed to
persuade Moscow that the Chinese leadership and people were united in
the face of Soviet intimidation. Since the Soviets made frequent refer-
ences to a leadership struggle and veiled overtures to the PLA and Lin,

it was important that Lin visibly support the policy.69
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Without a gesture from the U,S., the moderates were probably unable
to maké any headway against Lin's argument that it was unduly provoca-
tive to challenge Moscow on the border and pursue thé U.,S. initiative,
Indeed, the Americans might view sucﬁ a policy as a sign of weakness,
further encouraging them to cooperate with the Soviet Union against
China. To obtain Lin's support, Mao was probably willing to forgo the
U.S. initiative. Two days after the January 23 incident, Mao appeared in
public with Lin, and the PLA was warned to prepare for war with any
enemy, Thereafter, Lin played a more prominent role in public. On

February 18, the Zhongnanhai postponed the Warsaw Talks indefinitely.*70

THE SINO-SOVIET CRISIS, MARCH-OCTOBER 1969

Mao had succeeded in rallying the Chinese leadership to challenge
Moscow., As a result, China and the Soviet Union became embroiled in the

most serious confrontation since the Cuban missile crisis of 1962,

The March 2 Incident

On March 2, Chinese and Soviet soldiers fought over Chenpao

island.** Thirty—-one Soviets, including Lieutenant Strelnikov, and an

* The Chinese used the defection to the U.S. of a charge d'affaires in
the Netherlands as the ostensible reason for the postponement,

*%* The Soviets claim that the islands in the Amur-Ussuri River region
belong to them by treaty demarcation, The Chinese argue that the
treaties do not provide for the ownership of the islands. In lieu of
such a provision, ownership is determined under international law by the
Thalweg principle: the islands on the Chinese side of the main channel,
including Chenpao, belong to China; those on the Soviet side_belong to
the Soviet Union. The Soviets call Chenpao Damansky Island,
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unknown number of Chinese, died in the clash., Both Moscow and Beijing

claimed that the other was responsible for the incident.73

However, Beijing was probably to blame, The anger, surprise, and
speed of the Soviet protest indicated that Moscoﬁ was caught off
balance.*74 That popular demonstrations of Chinese unity throughout the
country began immediately after the eveng also indicated preplanning on
the part of Beijing. These demonstrations were followed by the conven-
ing of the long-delayed party congress in April, the adoption of a new
party constitution, the designation of Lin Biao as heir apparent, and
Lin's attack on the Soviet Union.76 In addition, the Chinese admit that
after the incident on January 23, Chinese border patrols in the area
were supported by a large force.77 Thus, even if the Chinese did not
pick the day of the clash, they had prepared for a confrontation—-one
that would demonstrate Chinese unity and de;ermination in the face of

Soviet intimidation.

The Soviet Response, March-June 1969

The Kremlin responded to the March 2 incident by continuing its

effort to isolate China politically and pressure the Chinese

* It is also unlikely that the Kremlin would have provoked a clash while
Soviet Defense Minister Grechko was out of the country visiting India
and Pakistan., Indeed, the Chinese may have timed the incident to take
advantage of his absence and to demonstrate Beij;ng's refusal to be
intimidated by Soviet efforts to encircle China, 1
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militarily., In doing so, the Soviets hoped to force Beijing to settle
their differences with Moscow on Soviet terms and keep the U,S. and

China apart.

After March 2, Moscow heightened its military pressure on China.
The Soviet protest note warned the Chinese of the "possible
consequences” of their "adventuristic” policy.78 The Chinese were ‘also
reminded of the readiness of Soviet rocket forces and the military
lesson taught the nationalists in 1929.79 Soviet military and naval
forces in the Far East were alerted.*80 Air reconnaissance and satel-
lite coverage of the border area were stepped up.84 The Kremlin also

matched the Chinese popular demonstrations with ones of their own.85

Both the Soviets and Chinese intensified their military prepara-
tions in the Chenpao vicinity, and on March 15 the Soviets struck
back.** Reportedly, a small battle broke out involving Soviet tanks,
armored cars, artillery, and infantry. Soviet aircraft may have been on

the scene but did not participate in the fighting. The Chinese fought

* In a rare comment on Soviet naval movements, Navy Chief Sergei
Gorshkov denied a Western report in March that a large naval sqgfdron
was being sent to the Pacific in response to the Ussuri crisis. In
effect, the Soviets were taking advantage of the report to underline
their restraint to China, and particularly the West, and to warn China
that they could augment their naval forces, if they wished, The Chinese
apparegEly responded by moving naval assets from south China to the
north, Indeed, it was probably only a small comfort to Beijing that
the squadron sailed to the Mediterranean. The Chinese generally
characterized the Soviet naval presence there as a threat to Albania,
China's ally. '

*% Significantly, TAgg announced on that day that Grechko had returned
to the Soviet Union,

-22-



back with artillery, mortars, and anti-tank weapons. After the battle,
the Chinese apparently controlled the island., In April, action shifted
to Xinjiang,'where Chinese control was weak and where the Soviets
enjoyed troop and logistical superiority.* Incidents were recorded on
April 16, 17 and 25 near the Dzungarian Gate, the classic invasion route
into China, And in May, clashes occurred along both the eastern and

western sectors of the border.88

At the same time, the Kremlin stepped up its activities to isolate
China, In the Communist world, the Soviets, at a conference in
Budapest, tried to gain Warsaw Pact condemnation of Chinese
aggression., It was also reported that the Soviets wanted to send some
Pact troops to the Chinese border. These suggestions were resisted by
Romania.**89 Events on the Ussuri may have given the Kremlin an addi-
tional reason to tidy up matters left over from the invasion of
Czechoslovakia. On March 31, Grechko arrived unexpectedly in
Czechoslovakia and demanded that Prague cease internal debate, restore
censorship of the press, and strengthen its security forces.91 In mid-
April, the liberal Dubcek was ousted in favor of the conservative Gustav

Husak as first secretary of the party.92

* In their propaganda, the Soviets emphasized the disorders of the
Cultural Revolution i%7Xinjiang and the resistance of the minorities
there to Maoist rule.

*% Relations between Beijing and Bucharest improved dramatically after
Romania condemned the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. China also
improved relations with Yugoslavia in early 1969 for similar reasons.90
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Towards the West, Moscow launched a diplomatic offensive to
forestall any improvement in relations between Western countries and
China. Soviet envoys warned the United States, Japan, West Germany,
France, Italy, Belgium, Great Britain, and Canada that China was a
threat to world peace and stability. In Bonn, the Soviets, demonstrat-
ing their inordinate fear of ties between West Germany and China, warned
that the Federal Republic should not strengthen its profitable economic
links with Beijing. To the Japanese, they continued to hold out the
prospect of Tokyo's involvement in the development of Siberia's
resources. In June, Moscow again launched a diplomatic initiative
designed to discourage countries like Canada and Italy from ﬁursuing

plans to recognize Beijing.93

The Soviets were especially anxious to keep the U.S. and China
apart, As we have seen, Moscow may have thought initially that the
March 2 incident was instigated by Mao and Zhou to override Lin's objec-—
tions to an opening to the U.S. Soon after the event, Soviet Ambassador
Dobrynin insisted on giving National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger
Méscow's version of the clash, Dobrynin also claimed that "China was
everyone's problem.” (Furthermore, Hanoi warned the U,S. that it would
be useless to exploit the crisis with respect to the Vietnam war,)
Moscow also moved to reduce tensions with the U.S. On March 5, the
Federal Presidential election was held in West Berlin without incident
despite Soviet protests and previous East German harassment of access

routes, Moscow continued to press for SALT negotiations, and Dobrynin
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even suggested that the Soviet Union might recognize Taiwan as an

independent country.94

By improving relations with the U.S.,, Moscow could hope to reduce
Washington's incentive for moving closer to Beijing while shoring up
Lin's argument that the superpowers were colluding against China., For
example, the Soviets reacted mildly to a U.S. military exercise in the
region that began on March 17, Focus Retina involved bringing elements
of the 82nd Airborne to South Korea in the "longest airlift in
history."95 Rather than see it in the context of the U.S. airlift to
Europe énd other NATO exercises of late 1968 and early 1969 in reaction
to the Czech invasion, Moscow merely described it as provocative to
North Korea.96 The Chinese, on the other hand, maintained an uneasy
silence, unable to agree on whether or not the exercise represented
superpower collusion.* However, when Soviet ships helped search for
survivors of the EC-121 shot down by North Koreans in April, the Chinese
condemned the effort as U.,S.-Soviet collusion.98 Indeed, Moscow's
restrained naval response to U.S. carrier deployments near Korea

probably reinforced the appearance of collusion in Beijing.99

* In fact, Beijing does not seem to have commented on U.S. and NATO
exercises in response to the invasion of Czechoslovakia. Curiously,
they did denounce a U,S, S?rrier deployment to the Black Sea in February
as evidence of collusion, This suggests that Beijing's attitude
toward U.S. and allied exercises was a matter of debate. The leadership
may have been able to reach agreement on the Black Sea deployment only
because it was opposed by Turkish students,
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The Soviets coupled a policy of political and military pressure
with overtures for negotiations. Shortly after the March 15 incident,
Kosygin telephoned Beijing seeking a settlement of Soviet and Chinese
differences. On March 26, the Kremlin sent a note to the Chinese
embassy calling for a resumption of border negotiations broken off in
1964, Later, the Soviets proposed April 15 for beginning the talks,
Feeling the pressure, the Chinese agreed in early May to the resumption
of river navigation talks suggested by Moscow on April 26. However,
these were not the wider border talks the Kremlin had campaigned for.

So the Soviets pressed their advantage.100

Moscow continued its military buildup. Soviet ground forces
increased from approximately 24 divisions to almost 30, Divisions in
the eastern military districts were brought up to strength, and support
units were deployed. In June and July, the Trans~Siberian railroad was
closed to civilian traffic., In late May and June, the Soviets conducted
an extensive military exercise involving the rapid deployment of troops
and aircraft from the western Soviet Union to the east., The Pacific
Fieet, which was more than a match for the Chinese Navy, no doubt
participated in the exercise as well, Moreover, Soviet satellites began
to take extra interest in Chinese nuclear facilities, and Soviet bombers

redeployed in the exercise practiced attacks against them.lo1

The Kremlin accompanied these military measures with additional

political pressure on China. The Soviets pressed their case against
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China at the International Party Conference in June. They also stepped
up their political activities on China's periphery. Soviet President
Podgorny travelled to North Korea and Mongolia in May, while Soviet
Prime Minister Kosygin visited India, Afghanistan, and Pakistan.
Kosygin's visit to South Asia was followed by reports of a Soviet
proposal for a regional conference in Kabul, Iran and Nepal were also
mentioned as possible conference participants., In June, Brezhnev
proposed an Asian “"collective security system”—designed to line up
countries like India, Pakistan, Iran, and Afghanistan against China,
The Kremlin was also gratified to hear in June that the U.S. was

prepared to begin arms limitation talks.loz

The Chinese were concerned, In early June, Beijing complained
about a serious clash with the Soviet Union., The Zhongnanhai also
denounced the Soviet military buildup, and for the first time, publicly
charged the Soviets with provoking other incidengs in Xinjiang and
elsewhere along the border in April and May. Beijing also claimed that
Soviet bombers, fighters, helicopters, and reconnaissance planes had
frequently violated China's airspace between the end of March and
June. And during the International Party conference, China supported
the criticisms of the Soviet Union by Czechoslovakia, Romania, and
Yugoslavia. The Zhongnanhai probably feared that the Soviets would
press their Warsaw Pact allies at the conference to station troops on
China's border. Beijing was no doubt relieved when the conference

failed to condemn China, But the Soviets kept up the pressure, In
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early July, the Chinese complained that Soviet patrols, gunboats, and
aircraft intruded into Chinese territory around Pacha island in the Amur

river area around Khabarovsk, provoking an armed conflict.103

The American Factor, June-August 1969

While the Soviets were trying to use the U,S. in pressuring China,
Washington became increasingly interested in improving its position
relative to both communist powers. As Henry Kissinger admits in his
memoirs, the new administration gave a cool reception to Beijing's
overtures in early 1969, However, the administration's interest was
stimulated in early February by reports of East European concern about a
Sino—American rapprochement., The White House decided to keep specula-
tion alive by planting rumors that the U,S. was studying the
possibility. However, after a nervous Dobrynin gave the Soviet account
of the March 2 incident, the White House saw a real possibility to

exploit the situation, As Kissinger put it:

The opportunity was that China might be ready to reenter the
diplomatic arena and that would require it to soften its
previous hostility toward the United States. In such
circumstances, the Chinese threat against many of our
friends in Asia would decline; at the same time, by evoking
the Soviet Union's concerns along its 182g Asian perimeter,
it could also ease pressure on Europe.1

The White House began to take a more active interest in the Sino-

Soviet rivalry. 1In April, the U.S. ambassador to Moscow informed the
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Kremlin that Washington would not exploit Soviet troubles with China,
implying that the administration could if it wished. The Soviets got
the message. In May, the Kremlin vowed that it would not exploit
Washington's troubles with Beijing and that U.S.-Soviet relations should
be based on "long-range considerations.” When the Soviets tried to
discourage Western countries like Canada and Italy from establishing
relations with China, the U,S. secretly began to encourage them to do
so, At the same time, the Sino-Soviet clashes in Xinjiang, where Moscow
enjoyed a disproportionate military advantage, convinced the administra-

tion that the Soviet Union was largely responsible for the crisis.lo5

In late June, the U.,S. began to make overt moves to bring about a
rapprochement with China., Partly in reaction to Moscow's failure to
respond to Washington's offer to begin SALT negotiations, Nixon added a
stop in Romania on a trip to Asia., The significance of the visit was
not lost on the Soviets, Brezhnev and Kosygin refused to attend the
Romanian party conference rescheduled to accommodate the visit, On
July 21, just before Nixon's Asian trip, the State Department eased
restrictions on trade and travel to China., On his trip, Nixon made
frequent hints of Washington's interest in a rapprochement with China.
In Pakistan and Romania, he sought the help of Yahya Khan and Nicolai
Ceausescu in establishing a line of communications with Beijing.* After

President Nixon returned to the United States, Secretary of State Rogers

* Pakistan and China continued close relations despite Soviet efforts to
woo Islamabad.
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made a major speech in Australia on August 8, declaring Washington's
desire for improved relations with Beijing. However, nothing was heard

from the Zhongnanhai.*lo6

By August, the Kremlin was determined to resolve the crisis.
Although the U.S. had agreed to begin arms discussions, Moscow was
disturbed by Washington's overtures to Beijing. The Soviets charged
that the U,S. was exploiting the crisis.107 With the U.S, committed to
beginning arms discussions, the Soviets could afford to delay., In this
way, the Kremlin could preserve the appearance of colluding with the

U.S. while pressuring Washington to choose Moscow over Beijing.

In turn, the Soviets moved to end the'crisis on Moscow's terms
before the U.S, and China could improve relations. On the day of
Roger's speech, the Soviets and Chinese concluded a river navigation
agreement.108 However, the agreement did not signal improved Sino-
Soviet relations as most Western observers thought, but rather the
beginning of additional pressure on Beijing. Five days later on August
13, there was a serious clash between Soviet and Chinese forces near the
Dzungarian Gate.109 Although both countries blamed the other for the
clash, the location of the incident, even in the Soviet account, was
clearly inside China.110 By late August, the Soviets were probing the

scope of a U.S. reaction to an attack on Chinese nuclear facili-

* Yet, three days after Washington eased trade and travel restrictions
with China, the Chinese released two American yachtsmen who had been
shipwrecked off the south China coast.
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111 They were also feeling out their allies in Eastern Europe on

ties,
the same subject.112 Soviet threats in the press intensified: the
Chinese were'warned to cease their provocations or war might engulf the
world; pointed references were made to the Red Army's rapid victory over
the Japanese in 1945; the possibility of a Soviet strike against Chinese
nuclear facilities was mentioned by Victor Louis in mid—September.113
Soviet military moves reinforced these threats. There was a standdown

of Soviet aircraft in August.114 In this way, they could be prepared

for a sudden attack,

Washington Reacts, September 1969

The White House was concerned. In the early 1960s, the U.S. had
seriously considered an attack on China's atomic development sites. The
Kremlin might believe that the U,S. would acquiesce in a Soviet strike,
or even an invasion of Chinese territory., In turn, the Chinese might
believe that the Soviet overtures represented further collusion between
Washington and Moscow, At a National Security Council meeting on
August 14, Nixon stated that the U.,S. could not allow China to be
"smashed.” On August 25, Kissinger initiated a study of U.S. policy
options in the event of a Sino-Soviet war. On August 27, CIA Director
Richard Helms briefed press correspondents regarding Washington's fear
of a Soviet attack on Chinese atomic facilities. It was also revealed
that the National Security Council was studying how the U,S. should

react to a war between the Soviet Union and China. And on September 5,
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Under Secretary of State Eliot Richardson publicly announced that the

U.S. opposed the "escalation of this quarrel into a massive breach of

international peace and security.,” As Kissinger put it:

It was another revolutionary step for the United States to
take such public note of a threat against a country with
which it had been in posture of hostility for twenty years
and with which it had had no kindl?g exchange since the
advent of the new Administration.

The Chinese Blink, September—-October 1969

The Chinese felt the pressure. As early as July, Beijing was
predicting an attack by October. Yet the Zhongnanhai did not match the
Soviet military buildup with one of their own. Although some main -force
units and aircraft along the border were relocated, there was no major
redeployment of main-force units, Rather, emphasis was placed on
intensified militia training, new formations of paramilitary production
and construction units, storage of foodstuffs, and continued testing of
nuclear devices, Chinese military and naval forces also heightened
tﬁeir readiness posture. Indeed, just after the Soviet Far East
exercise in June and the military clash in August, the Chinese
apparently conducted joint air and sea exercises near the Bohai Gulf.
However, the PLA remained deployed to counter both the U,S., and Soviet
Union. The Zhongnanhai apparently féared that a major force redeploy-
ment would provoke Moscow and encourage U.S. aggressiveness in the

south.116

—go=



Unable to respond to Soviet threats as tensions increased in August
and September, the Chinese moved to defuse the crisis. On September 11,
Soviet Prime.Minister Kosygin, at China's invitation, stopped in Beijing
after attending Ho Chi Minh's funeral.* And on October 7, Beijing
agreed to border talks at the Deputy Foreign Minister level., Thus,
Moscow had finally pressured the Chinese to reopen the talks suspended

since 1964.118

A Pyrrhic Victory, October-December 1969

The Soviet victory was a pyrrhic one. Moscow had acted to prevent
a rapprochement between the U.,S. and China. They had also hoped that
pressure would produce a leadership in Beijing amenable to Moscow. Just
after the Zhou-Kosygin meeting, rumors of Mao's death began emanating
from Moscow.119 The Soviets probably believed that Mao could not have
approved of the meeting and that no meaningful improvement in Sino-
Soviet relations could take place without his removal from the scene.
If so, they were right. For Moscow's actions had laid the foundation

for a rapprochement between Washington and Beijing.

* Before the Soviet delegation arrived, Zhou Enlai made a hasty visit to
Hanoi to pay China's respects.11 It is possible that Zhou asked the
Vietnamese to lay the groundwork for Kosygin's acceptance of an
invitation to Beijing. However, the invitation itself was issued at the
last minute, causing Kosygin's plane to change its course from Moscow to
Beijing. In keeping with China's imperial tradition, the Soviets were
cleverly maneuvered into coming to the Chinese in quest of improved
relations.
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The Chinese took note of Washington's timely support in the
crisis, On October 10, three days after Beijing agreed to talk,
Pakistan indicated that the Chinese had been informed of U.S. willing-
ness to improve relations and wanted something more specific to convey
to the Zhongnanhai. The U.S. then quietly gave up its destroyer patrol
of the Taiwan Straits. The decision was leake& to Chinese officials in

Hong Kong around November 26,120

Zhou Enlai and the other moderates had gained the upper hand.
Earlier in the year, they had succeeded in reducing China's isolation by
reposting ambassadors to some of the countries with which China had
relations. Now, they were able to respond to American gestures. In
early December, Beijing released two other Americans whose boat had
wandered into Chinese waters in early 1969, The same month, the U,S,
ambassador in Warsaw was given an unprecedented invitation to visit the
Chinese embassy. Soon afterwards, the visit was returned by the ranking
Chinese official in Warsaw., In early January, it was announced that the

Warsaw talks would begin later in the month.121

Lin Biao was losing the debate. The Soviet Union was now
considered the primary threat, The Chinese began responding to the
Soviet military buildup with one of their own. In late 1969, the
Chinese began a major redeployment of main-force units from south to
north China.122 In view of Washington's overtures, the moderates were

able to argue that the military threat from the U.S. had diminished,
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Indeed, they may have argued that those very overtures had helped
restrain the Soviets from attacking China., Moscow then was not likely
to respond forcefully to a Chinese buildup because Washington might
exploit the situation to advance U.S. interests, Furthermore, the
Soviets were not likely to react for fear of jeopardizing the border

negotiations,

These considerations may have influenced Soviet policy. On
October 20, the day the border negotiations began, Dobrynin informed the
White House that Moscow was ready to begin SALT discussions, The
Kremlin probably still hoped that arms negotiations would revive Chinese
fears of U.S.-Soviet collusion while encouraging Washington to move
closer to Moscow. Yet Dobrynin also warned the U.S, President against
exploiting Sino-Soviet tensions. Nixon repiied that his China policy
was not aimed at the Soviet Union, but the U,S. intended to continue
efforts at improving U.S.-China relations. Nevertheless, the Soviets,
perhaps fearing that further clashes would only drive China and the U.S.

closer together, pursued efforts to improve relations with both coun-

tries.*123

* In a meeting in the Soviet Union in 1973, Brezhnev, according to
Kissinger, tacitly asked U,S. permission for a preemptive Soviet attack
on China. Brezhnev went on to say any U.S. military assistance to China
would lead to war. Kissinger indicated that Washington was opposed to
an attack on China. So, on his visit to the United States later that
year, Brezhnev assured President Nixon that the Soviet Union would not
attack China, However, a military agreement between the U.S. and China
"would confuse the issue.” Brezhnev's statements indicate that Moscow
feared in 1969 that a Soviet action aga{gzt China would only drive
Washington and Beijing closer together,

=35~



But the damage had been done. The Zhongnanhai had time to build up
its forces in north China and lay the groundwork for President Nixon's
visit to China in 1972, Shortly afterwards, the U.S, and Soviet Union
signed the first SALT treaty. The U.S. was now at the center of a new

triangular relationship.
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FRIENDSHIP PASSED: THE SINO-VIETNAMESE BORDER WAR OF 1979

THE GEOPOLITICAL CONTEST, DECEMBER 1977-JANUARY 1979

Since 1969, the Soviets and Chinese have moved away from direct
confrontations to proxy conflicts, However, like the Ussuri crisis, the
Sino-Vietnamese border war of 1979 was an outgrowth of intense Soviet
and Chinese efforts to gain or deny support to each other. Along with
the countries of South and Southeast Asia, the United States and its
Japanese and NATO allies were prizes as well as participants in the
competition, In considering this geopolitical contest, it 1s necessary

to start with the Soviet Union, whose actions made it possible,

The Soviet Factor, Fall, 1977

After the Ussuri crisis, the Soviet Union sought to prevent its
encirclement and advance its interests by keeping apart its two most
powerful opponents——the United States and China. Moscow continued
efforts to disrupt growing ties between Washington and Beijing. After
President Nixon's trip to China was announced in the summer of 1971,
Moscow signed a friendship treaty with New Delhi and encouraged India to
invade East Pakistan, After Nixon visited Beijing in the winter of
1972, the Soviets supported North Vietnam's spring offensive, In this
ﬁay, the Kremlin tried to demonstrate that Soviet power co<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>